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Sunday 24 July 2011
Parables of the Kingdom
Year A - Pentecost 6 - 49A
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Genesis 29.15-28  Jacob wishes to marry Rachel, but Laban tricks him and he marries Leah. After another seven years work Jacob also marries Rachel.
Psalm 105.1-11, 45b A song of praise to the Lord for his mighty power and fair decisions. 
Romans 8.26-39 God is at work in his chosen people and nothing can separate us from his love.
Matthew 13.31-33, 44-52 Speaking to the crowd, Jesus tells a story about mustard seed and another about yeast to show what the kingdom is like. Then, to the disciples, he speaks of hidden treasure, a pearl merchant and fish in a net.


	Introduction / Summary
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	It’s story time today as we continue our series of messages from Matthew. Consider picking one or two of the stories from the gospel reading and telling them by way of drama or narrative. Rather than labouring the application, why not leave them open-ended? Jesus’ original hearers went away talking about the stories and wondering exactly what they meant.

An outline of the whole series from Matthew is:

Jesus: Parables, miracles and oracles

10 July

Matthew 13.1-9, 18-23
A story about a farmer

17 July

Matthew 13.24-30, 36-43
Weeds in the wheat

24 July

Matthew 13.31-33, 44-52
Parables of the Kingdom

31 July

Matthew 14.13-21

Feeding 5000

7 August
Matthew 14.22-33

Walking on water

14 August
Matthew 15. 10-28

A woman’s faith

21 August
Matthew 16.13-20

Who is Jesus?

28 August
Matthew 16.21-28

Take up your cross
Today’s reading contains five different parables of Jesus. Although they are all very brief, five seems too many to cover in one service. The first two stories, of yeast and mustard seed, point to the slow, quiet and certain growth of the kingdom which is brought about by something little. The last three are found only in Matthew’s gospel. The hidden treasure and the pearl of great price, speak of the value and priority of the kingdom. Finally, the parable of the fish in the net carries a similar idea to the story of the weeds and the wheat that we looked at last week. 
If you do want to cover them all, they lend themselves to setting up stations (discovery spots with some hands-on activities) and I make some suggestions in this regard in the creative ideas below. Otherwise I suggest that you opt to expound either the first two or the last two parables.


	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	Field of Dreams (1989) 

This will give you a different take on finding treasure in a field. It is an unusual American sports movie in which Kevin Costner plays Iowa corn farmer, Ray Kinsella. In response to hearing voices, Kinsella builds a baseball diamond in his cornfield and players from the past turn up to play. Nominated for 3 Academy awards


	Drama
	The setting is a jeweller’s shop and you will need two players: a shop keeper and a customer. 
The customer enters the shop and browses around until his attention is taken by a magnificent pearl. (Perhaps a marble on a tray)
Customer:
Wow! What a magnificent pearl. How much is it?

Shop keeper:
That pearl is really special. It will cost you everything that you have.

Customer:
But what is the actual price?

Shop keeper:
I told you. It will cost you everything that you have.

Customer:
You mean if I give you all that I have, I can have the pearl.

Shop keeper:
That’s right.

Customer:
I’ll take it!

(The customer takes out his wallet and starts counting out bills…)

Customer
$10, $20, $30, $40, $50, $60… and a $2 coin and a $1… and 50 

                        cents. There $63.50 that’s all that I have.

Shop keeper:
I see some plastic cards in your wallet too. Do you have bank

                        accounts?

Customer:
Well… yes.

Shop keeper:
I’ll need all the money from those too.

Customer:
All the money??

Shop keeper:
That was the deal.

Customer:
(Reluctantly) Okay (Hands over wallet with plastic cards)… Now I’ll
                        go home with absolutely nothing.

Shop keeper:
You have a home?

Customer:
You want my home?

Shop keeper:
I said the pearl costs everything.

Customer:
(very reluctantly handing over his house keys) If I give you my 
                        home I’ll have to sleep in the car!

Shop keeper:
You have a car?

Customer:
You want that too? (hands over car keys) But… but my wife and 
                        children will be out on the street.

Shop keeper:
You have a wife and children?

Customer:
Surely you don’t want my wife and children!
Shop keeper:
I said everything… Oh and I want you too. Okay?

Customer:
(Long pause) Okay.

Shop keeper:
Now you can have the pearl… (shopkeeper hands over pearl) 

                        and I’ll tell you what, I’ll entrust your wife and children back into 
                        your care. 
                        As well as this house (hands back keys), 

                        And this car (hands back car keys).
                        These bank accounts and this cash are mine. But I’ll give them 
                        back to you to use. (Hands back wallet). 

                        Remember who owns them. If I want to use them for someone or 

                        something, they’re mine not yours. You are just a steward… But

                        the pearl is yours.

The idea for this drama comes from a sermon by Juan Carlos Ortiz
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Visual Aids
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	Starter ideas for stations. 

For each station print out the Bible verse large on a card. Structure each around a

Read - Do - Think - Pray format
1. Mustard seed    Read     Matthew 13.31-32
(You will need a packet of mustard seeds from the herbs and spices section of the supermarket)

Do         Place a mustard seed in the palm of your hand
Think     From small beginnings something significant can come. What

              small thing can I do this week to help God’s kingdom grow?
Pray      Lord use the little things that I can do for your purposes
2. Yeast     Read     Matthew 13.33
Do         See children’s section below
Think     Even something little can bring big change
Pray      Lord help me to dream big dreams for your kingdom
3. Hidden treasure  Read     Matthew 13.44
(Bury some play coins in a sand tray)
Do         Dig in the sand until you find a coin 

Think     In what way do the riches of God’s kingdom lie hidden below the 
              surface.
Pray      Lord, prevent me from being a superficial Christian. Help me to 

              find the full riches of your grace.
4. Pearl     Read     Matthew 13.45-46
           (Get a packet of imitation pearl beads from the $2 shop. On 15 cards 

            write 15 life goals, one on each: Having a career; Paying off a mortgage; 

            Getting married; Having children; Spending time with friends; Spending 
            time with family; Growing as a Christian; Becoming more like Jesus; 

            Earning good money; Travelling around the world; Keeping good health; 

            Keeping fit; Being slim; Getting a tertiary education; Owning a car)
Do       Arrange the cards in a pyramid of importance. The bottom layer is

            to have has five things then four etc then 1.   

Think   about priorities.
Pray     Lord help me to value those things that are of supreme worth.    

            Take a pearl away with you
5. Fish in a net     Read     Matthew 13.47-50
(cut out cardboard fish shapes and put them in a sheet of netting – write names of fish species on them: snapper, mullet, kahawai, spotty, shark, herring, dory etc)

Do         Sort the fish into ones that are good to eat and ones that are not 

Think     The process of sorting is quite subjective (some people think 

              shark, kahawai and herring are good eating – others don’t)
Pray       Lord help me not to judge others and to trust you to sort it out at

              the end of the age.
For these ideas in more detail, as well as all the other parables, see Andrew Gamman & Caroline Bindon, Stations for Parables of Jesus (Auckland: Kereru Publishing) 



	Preaching thoughts and Questions

	Jesus tells us today that there is something that is 
     so significant, 
     so precious, 
     so joyful 
that when we discover it we would be prepared to give up everything to possess it. This thing of supreme value is the kingdom of heaven. 
But what is the kingdom? The kingdom is where God reigns. For us, to posses the kingdom means to come under God’s rule. Coming under anyone’s rule sure doesn’t sound like a bundle of fun. But, far from being a case of dull servitude, the pictures given to us by the parables of the pearl and the treasure suggest the opposite. To come under God’s rule is 
     the most beautiful, 
     the most valuable, 
     the most satisfying, 
     the most precious thing 
that we could possess in the whole of our lives. To possess the kingdom is to find the road to love and peace and joy and fulfilment. A journey down this road also means giving up our lesser goals and dreams to attain the greater.

Find hidden treasure
In ancient Israel, to hide your valuables by burying them wasn’t such a silly idea. The land had been subject to many foreign occupations and there was a real possibility that, if you had to flee from an invader, time would also come when you could return and reclaim your hidden treasure. 
Jesus says that the kingdom of heaven is like hidden treasure. While the emphasis is clearly on the idea of treasure there is also something hidden about the kingdom. Hidden, in the sense of being mysterious and that we have to scratch below the surface to find its real riches. 

In Jesus’ story the man who came across treasure hidden in a field, quickly covered it up then went and sold all he had and bought the field. Such was the value that he put on the treasure he was prepared to lose everything else. Everything else paled by comparison. This is how it is with the kingdom of heaven. The same thought is penned by Isaac Watts in the hymn When I Survey the Wondrous Cross when he declares, “my richest gain I count but loss.” It is also present in Jesus’ next story about a pearl merchant.
Possess the Pearl that Surpasses
Pearl merchants would travel great distances to find pearls of great beauty. There was pleasure in owning something that looked so lovely. Yet there was always the possibility of finding a bigger and better pearl – one of supreme beauty. 
It seems that this speaks of our inbuilt restlessness and dissatisfaction. Advertisers play on these underlying feelings. They try to make us believe that we can buy a new and satisfying life-style… and sometimes it is offered in a tube. There are products that will make us look younger, have less pimples, or give us shinier hair. And, we are told, we could look like winners if we only had a flasher car, internet TV or a heat pump. From time to time we get momentarily taken-in and splash the cash. But in the end, what we are left holding is just a tube of anti-wrinkle cream or a rapidly devaluing automobile - and disappointingly the new life-style didn’t come with either. So we remain restless and dissatisfied and on the lookout for the thing that surpasses. 

“Here it is,” says Jesus, “the Pearl that Surpasses is the kingdom. It will cost you all that you have.” It’s one of the shortest parables of Jesus and our minds are left to flesh out the details. 

We have to choose between things that we think are of value. We can’t have it both ways. We can’t have our own collection of pearls and the Pearl that Surpasses. Any time we commit ourselves to one thing it means that we deny ourselves other things. In fact the dictionary (Collins concise) defines commitment as “an obligation, promise etc that restricts freedom of action.” We are familiar with the idea of making this kind of decision in our lives. Some such decisions are well worth it. Other treasures however are too costly. They devour everything and are best thrown away. 
· Here is a businessman. He is driven by ambition and his Pearl is wealth and success. He gives everything in exchange for it. He loves his wife but neglects to give his attention to her. She drinks and has been sent to a rehab centre to dry out. He is proud of his children, but never has time for them. One is now in trouble with the law. The businessman has wealth… but no close friends. His Pearl would be best thrown away.

· Here is a young woman who aspires to be a doctor. She sacrifices her freedom, independence, earning power, and leisure time over many years as she trains. It’s a difficult choice to live with. One day however the course will be complete and she will be a qualified doctor. A career of usefulness and fulfilment will be open to her. A great price will have been paid for a greater treasure
· Here is a husband and wife from China. They have come to New Zealand on a university research fellowship. While studying in New Zealand they have made the decision not to return home. They want to live here. They leave behind in China positions, home, family, friends and possessions. They will eventually get New Zealand citizenship but they will pay a great price for it.

For us to have citizenship in the kingdom of heaven there is a great price to pay. We must leave much behind. But we attain the joy of possessing the Pearl that Surpasses.


	Illustrations / Stories
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	The Pearl
On the coast of Mexico lived a man called Kino with his wife Juana. They were simple folk and their home was a brush hut. One day a scorpion made its way across the roof of the hut over where their baby boy lay sleeping. Kino saw this happening but was unable to intervene before the scorpion dropped and stung the baby on the neck. After sucking the venom Kino rushed with the baby to the doctor. The doctor, hearing that they were poor village folk and unable to pay, had them sent them away without even coming to the door.

How could they pay for the doctor? Kino made a living diving for pearls. So tying a rock to his leg, he sunk to the ocean bed to collect oysters in a basket. He had trained himself to be able to stay under water for two minutes at a time. While he was diving Juana sat in the canoe. While clutching their suffering baby she prayed that Kino would find a pearl large enough to cover the cost of their doctor’s fee. 
When Kino surfaced with his oysters be prised open the largest one. There in the middle of the shell was the Pearl of the World. It was the size of a gull’s egg and beautiful. 

News travelled quickly through the little village. Kino was a rich man. He had found the Pearl of the World. Kino thought, “We will have a proper wedding in a church. Our boy will be able to have an education. I will buy myself a rifle.” Although their baby had now almost recovered from his sting the doctor came to see him anyway.

Kino hid the pearl in the dirt floor of his hut but that night, in the pitch dark, he heard a scratch. When he got up to investigate he was hit over the head by the would-be thief who then ran off.

No-one worked the next day. The whole village followed Kino into the city to the pearl merchants. Everyone supposed that the merchants operated independently of each other. But this was not so. They all worked for the same person. Having heard of the pearl, they decided to cheat Kino out of it for as little money as possible. They told him that his pearl was ugly – an oddity – of curiosity value only – maybe it could be sold to a museum but that was all. He was offered only a tiny amount for it.
Kino responded, “My pearl is not for sale here. I will take it to the capital.” But he wondered if he would be able to defy the whole system. 

That night another thief came in the darkness. This time Kino was hit badly and nearly died. Nursing him, Juana said, “The pearl is evil. Throw it in the ocean before it destroys us.” 

Waking in the night he saw Juana digging up the pearl. She left the hut and he followed her. When she got to the water’s edge he saw her raise her arm to throw the pearl away. Overcome with anger he leapt out and grabbed her arm punching and kicking her – the woman he loved. Someone else was also there in the darkness and Kino was hit from behind. He responded by lunging out with his knife. A man fell dead at his feet. 
Juana said, “Kino you have killed a man. They will come for us. We must go.” They stumbled toward their canoe only to find, when they got there, that someone had knocked a hole in it. 

As they turned back to their hut they could see flames in the night sky. Their brush hut had been torched.
Kino clung to his pearl. “I can’t give it up. It has become my soul.” They took the baby and desperately fled the village. At night they travelled by foot. During the day they hid from the trackers they knew would be following them. They headed for the mountains where they would be harder to track. But they eventually saw three trackers on their tail. One was carrying a rifle. Kino knew it was a matter of kill or be killed. So he began to stalk his stalkers. He found two of the trackers asleep and the other sitting up with the rifle. Kino sprang on to him with his knife. In the ensuring skirmish Kino overcame the three men, but the rifle discharged. The stray shot from the rifle killed his baby.
Late in the afternoon Kino and Juana arrived back in their village. Kino had the pearl. Juana had a little limp bundle on her back. They walked past the ashes where their hut one stood to the seashore. Kino threw the pearl with all his might into the sea. It sunk to the seabed frightening a crab that flicked sand over it as it scurried off. The pearl was lost forever from sight. 

This is a rough précis of John Steinbeck’s novel The Pearl (London: Heinemann, 1967) which is available from your local library. In a way it is the opposite of the story that Jesus told about the pearl, but in another way the message is the same.
Edward VIII
Edward VIII became king of the United Kingdom in January 1936 and he did a few things that startled his subjects: He was the first British monarch to fly in an aeroplane. He interfered with the way that coins were struck – the tradition was that the image of each monarch on coins would face in the opposite direction to their predecessor. But Edward insisted his image face the same way as his predecessor to show off the parting in his hair!
But the thing that startled people the most was when he announced his intention to marry a twice divorced American socialite, Wallis Simpson. The Church of England, of which he was the head, opposed such a move as did the British Prime Minister and the Prime Ministers of several of the Dominions. It is reported that Michael Joseph Savage, the New Zealand Prime Minister of the time, “vacillated in disbelief” at the prospect. 
It became apparent that it was untenable for him to both continue as king and to continue with his marriage plans. Edward was not prepared to be without the woman he loved. On 11 December 1936 (the same year he ascended to the throne) he abdicated to marry Wallis Simpson. He got his bride but lost the throne. She was his pearl of great price.


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise
HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice
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	Hymns & Songs
At the name of Jesus WOV 170; H&P 74; CMP 41; S1 33
Come on and celebrate SIS 481; CMP 99; S1 75
Crown him with many crowns MHB 271; WOV 163; H&P 255; CMP 109; S1 77
Fairest Lord Jesus, Lord of all creation WOV 131; CMP 823 ; S2 680
Father you are my portion S1 104

God has spoken to his people CMP 182
How sweet the name of Jesus sounds MHB 99; WOV 158; H&P 257; CMP 251;

     S1 190
In Christ alone CMP 1072; S1 225 

In trust we come HIOS 76

Jesus, the joy of loving hearts MHB 109; WOV 420; H&P 258; CMP 383; S2 839
Jesus, the very thought of Thee MHB 108; WOV 126; H&P 265; CMP 386
King of glory king of peace MHB 23; WOV 129; H&P 499; CMP 397
Lord of creation, to you be all praise WOV 557; H&P 699; CMP 440 
Lord, you are more precious SIS 590; CMP 447; S1 339
Master speak MHB 780; WOV 516; H&P 535; CMP 459
O the deep, deep love of Jesus CMP 522; S1 414
Seek ye first the kingdom of God WOV 635; H&P 138; SIS 96; CMP 590; S1 447
Spirit of love  AA 125
Take my life and let it be MHB 400; WOV 520; H&P 705; CMP 624; S1 468
The kingdom of God is justice and joy CMP 651
This is my desire, to honour you  CMP 1013; S1 515
Will you come and follow me    (Words and music on WCC website)
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	Collect

Grant us, Lord,

not to be anxious about earthly things,

but to love things heavenly; 

and even now, 

while we are placed among things that are passing away, 

to hold fast to those things which last forever; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
A Prayer about Yeast

Creator God, 
We praise you for the nutrients of life; 
that You created life rather than have nothing, 
and that in the ingredients of the cosmos 
Your creative process emerged.
Jesus Christ, 
We thank you for the sparks of transforming change, 
the yeast defining moment
where the resurrection experience 

moves through our world 

positioning it to a new place and time 

from which we can never be the same again.

Spirit of God, 

Vibrantly pervading the sacred, 
creating us as new beings

with energetic serenity 
and perspective to challenge the oppression
of distortion and greed. 
Open our minds for a novel future.

Forgive our complacency in accepting the world as it is. 
Forgive our conformity to yesterday’s fashions.

God we know yeast as dry as the Dead Sea scrolls,

is like a trout at the taxidermist.

Bring us the bread created by the yeast of life.

Bring us the wine flavoured with yeast of love.

May you transforming power unite us in hearts and minds 
to live in your self-giving love, 
known in our friend, Jesus the chosen one, Amen.
© John Howell from Longings for the Eternal  (used with permission)                 
Psalm 105 (selection)
Praise the Lord and pray in his name! 

Tell everyone what he has done. 
Sing praises to the Lord! 

Tell about his miracles. 

Celebrate and worship his holy name 

with all your heart. 
Trust the Lord and his mighty power. 

Remember his miracles and all his wonders 

and his fair decisions. 
The Lord is our God, 

bringing justice everywhere on earth. 

He will never forget his agreement or his promises, 

not in thousands of years. 
Shout praises to the Lord!
Contemporary English Version (CEV)  Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.


	Children
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	Yeast
Read Matthew 13.33

When Jesus spoke of yeast he was talking about change. Making something different. Sometimes it only takes a small amount of something to make a big change.

Let me show you. (Pour some vinegar into a glass jar containing 1 tablespoon of baking soda.)
As you can see when vinegar is poured into baking soda heaps of bubbles are formed by a gas – CO2. This gas is the same thing that makes our soft drinks fizzy. 

A similar thing happens when we make bread. To make bread we use yeast, a tiny single-celled fungus. When we mix yeast with flour, sugar and a warm liquid,  it grows. Bubbles of CO2  are formed causing the dough to change. It rises and when cooked makes soft, light bread.   

Jesus said that the Kingdom of heaven is like a little yeast that a woman took and mixed with flour and produced enough bread to feed the whole family. 
God’s rule is the ingredient that causes change to take place in our lives, in our church and in our world.



	PowerPoint
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	Google images for mustard seed, treasure, yeast packet, pearls or fish. See creativity above
Follow the links to two paintings by Jim Janknegt:  The Pearl of Great Price and Treasurefield 
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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